Summary. Intrauterine pressure changes were monitored in 5 pregnant ewes and uterine venous prostaglandin (PG) F concentrations were determined after distension of the vagina. Uterine contractility and utero-ovarian PGF concentrations were elevated by vaginal distension and the magnitude of both effects increased as parturition approached.
Introduction
The 'Ferguson Reflex', enhanced uterine contractility after stretching of the cervix and vagina of puerperal rabbits (Ferguson, 1941) , occurs in sheep. Oxytocin is the humoral component of the reflex and its circulating level rises within 1 min of vaginal distension in cyclic and lactating sheep (Roberts & Share, 1968; Debackere, Peeters & Tuyttens, 1961) . Vaginal distension in pregnant sheep results in elevated uterine venous prostaglandin (PG) F levels (Flint, Anderson, Patten & Turnbull, 1974) and a surge of oxytocin during vaginal distension precedes this elevation (Flint, Forsling, Mitchell & Turnbull, 1975 (Liggins, 1968; Mati, Horrobin & Bramley, 1973) results in changes of progesterone, oestrogen and PGF concentrations comparable to those preceding the natural onset of parturition (Thorburn, Nicol, Bassett,Shutt&Cox, 1972; Liggins, Fairclough, Grieves, Kendall & Knox, 1973; Flint et al, 1974 , but has now been shown not to be influenced by the hormonal changes associated with parturition. It has been shown that progesterone diminishes and oestrogen potentiates the release of oxytocin in response to vaginal distension (Roberts & Share, 1969) while the uterus also becomes increasingly sensitive to oxytocin during late gestation (Hindson, Schofield & Ward, 1969) , perhaps due to rising basal levels of PGF, which lower the threshold for oxytocin stimulation (Liggins et al., 1973 , when the quantity of oxytocin reaching the uterus is presumably not a limiting factor. The possibility that oxytocin affects uterine activity and PGF concentrations by separate mechanisms is supported by the finding that oxytocin can stimulate uterine activity in the presence of an inhibitor of PG synthesis which prevents a rise in plasma PGF concentrations (Roberts, Barcikowski, Wilson, Skarnes & McCracken, 1975) .
Oxytocin levels are increased in men and women following administration of PGs (Gillespie, Brummer & Chard, 1972) . If such an effect occurred in the sheep a spiral mechanism might be post¬ ulated whereby increasing quantitities of myometrial stimulants could account for the rapid nature of parturition in this species. Such a self-accentuating mechanism would be quiescent at early stages of gestation, but would gradually mature to optimal efficiency at term, awaiting only the final 'trigger' of cervical and vaginal distension by the descending fetal presenting parts.
